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Introduction
The world has undergone rapid and tremendous change in recent decades. While many
nations have achieved ever-higher per capita incomes, and higher well-being accord-
ing to traditional measures, they have also experienced profound internal change. This
change has lead to widespread concerns regarding social exclusion, human security,
levels of personal satisfaction and happiness. Other countries have faired much less
well, as according to many well-being measures they are worse off than they were
10 or 20 years ago. Life expectancies, for example, have fallen dramatically in many
countries and are likely to fall substantially in others. The incidence of income poverty
is higher today in many countries than it was ten years ago. Worldwide, more than a
billion people currently live on less than one dollar per day.
Social science research on living standards, human well-being and quality of life has
come a long way over recent years, altering in response to changing global conditions,
new research priorities, new conceptualisations and improved data resources. Twenty-
five years ago, national well-being achievement comparisons relied very heavily, and
in some circles exclusively, on measures of income per capita. The same exercise
would today be based a range of indicators, including summary measures of human
well-being such as the well-known Human Development Index (UNDP, 2005). This is
consistent with the commonly accepted view that human well-being is best treated as
a multidimensional concept along the lines advocated by Sen (1985, 1993), Stewart
(1985), Doyal & Gough (1991), Ramsay (1992), Cummins (1996), Narayan et al.
(2000) or Nussbaum (2000) and others, as summarised in Alkire (2002). This view
tends not to reject the relevance of income based or economic measures per se,
simply positing that there is more to well-being achievement than simply increasing
incomes.
The widespread acceptance that well-being is multidimensional has more recently
been accompanied by another important recognition. This relates not so much to
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current levels of well-being, but to the likelihood of declines in future levels. This
recognition has spawned a rapidly growing literature on what is now termed as ‘vulner-
ability’. The vulnerability literature has primarily been concerned with the likelihood
of individuals falling below the poverty line, be it defined in terms of income, con-
sumption or health. Among the influential early vulnerability studies are Ravallion
(1998), Jalan & Ravallion (1998) and Dercon & Krishnan (1999), each of which
distinguished between transient and chronic poverty.
Volume Contents
The five papers that follow in this Special Issue pick up on a number of the issues out-
lined above. They do so in the context of countries located in the Pacific Asian region.
Most of the papers have been selected from those presented at recent World Institute
for Development Economics Research conferences or project meetings. Others have
been written specifically for this Issue. All have subsequently been the subject of a
rigorous refereeing process.
The first paper, by Matthew Clarke, looks at the application of normative social
choice theory to well-being measurement in Thailand. It is entitled ‘Measuring Hu-
man Well-being in Thailand: a Normative Social Choice Approach’. Such theory
reflects the views, opinions and perspectives of societies of differing economic and
social circumstances so that measures of human well-being retain their relevance
for public policy makers. This paper reviews two indicators based on this theory
for Thailand, focusing on the 25 year period, 1975–1999. The first indicator fo-
cuses on certain hierarchical needs and the second is a measure of adjusted national
income.
Mina Baliamoune and Mark McGillivray are the authors of the second paper, which
is entitled ‘Fuzzy Well-being Achievement in Pacific Asia’. This paper develops
a framework that uses fuzzy-set theory to measure human well-being. Fuzzy sets
allow for gradual transition from one state to another while also allowing one to
incorporate rules and goals, and hence are more appropriate for measuring outcomes
that are ambiguous. Such ambiguity is an inherent characteristic of cross-country
achieved well-being assessments. The paper’s framework is used to provide a fuzzy
representation of the well-known Human Development Index (HDI) and its three
components. Fuzzy HDI estimates for 14 Pacific Asian countries are provided and
compared with non-fuzzy estimates.
The third paper in this Issue is entitled ‘non-Economic Well-being Achievement in
Pacific Asia’. Its author is Mark McGillivray. The paper commences by extracting the
inter-country variation in a composite of three widely reported educational and health
status indicators not accounted for by variations in income per capita. This extraction
is interpreted as a ‘true’ measure of non-economic well-being, to the extent that it
captures well-being achieved independently of income. Using data for a sample of
Pacific Asian countries, the paper then looks at correlations between this extraction
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and a number of new or less widely-used well-being measures, in an attempt to find
the measure that best captures these achievements.
This Special Issue then turns away from the pure measurement of achieved well-
being, looking initially at vulnerability. Such is the focus of the fourth paper, which
is written by Yuan Zhang and Guanghua Wan. It is entitled ‘An Empirical Analysis
of Household Vulnerability in Rural China’. The main objective of this paper is
to measure vulnerability and explore whether diversification and education affect
vulnerability in rural China. In other words, it attempts to investigate whether the more
a rural household diversifies into non-agriculture sectors or the higher the education
level of the household head, the less the probability that it will be poor in the future.
Towards this end, the paper introduces cohort analysis into a framework for measuring
vulnerability. The paper also provides a short survey on vulnerability and related
concepts.
The final paper in this Issue looks at poverty reduction. It written is by George Fane
and is entitled ‘Trade Liberalization, Economic Reform and Poverty Reduction in Lao
PDR’. Since 1986, Lao PDR has decreased the barriers to international trade and the
government’s direct controls over the economy. Aggregate growth during this reform
period has been quite rapid. Although the benefits of growth have gone mainly to the
non-poor and inequality has increased, poverty incidence is nevertheless estimated to
have fallen appreciably. After surveying these developments, this paper discusses the
policies that the government is currently proposing as ways to ensure that the benefits
of further opening the economy are more equally shared.
The topics covered in this Special Issue provide a good illustration the sort of topics
being addressed in research on well-being achievement. It is hoped that the papers
will not only be of benefit to the policy and related communities but will stimulate
further research along similar lines, not only focused on the Pacific Asian area but
elsewhere in the world.
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